The thesis of this paper is that there are major obstacles to perceiving the nature and extent of rural poverty in third world countries. These obstacles are found both in the nature of rural poverty and in the condition of those, not themselves poor rural people, who do or do not perceive it. The argument has implications for all rural development programmes and projects and for the training of staff. The conclusion is that reversals are required if the nature and extent of poverty are to be appreciated, and if action is to fit well with the needs of those who are poor.
The Context of Cognitive Problems
The argument is set in a context of cores and peripheries of knowledge.
Globally, there is a gradient from extremes of wealth to extremes of poverty.
In this system there are rich, urban, industrialised, high status cores and poor, rural, agricultural and low status peripheries.
In the cores there is a mutual attraction and reinforcement of power, prestige, resources, professionals, professional training, and the capacity to generate knowledge. Both internationally, and within third world countries, centripetal forces draw resources and educated people in towards the cores and away from the peripheries. At the international level, brain drains are well known. But within third world countries too there are similar movements. An urban trap sucks in professionals and holds them fast with better houses, services, schools and career prospects. Domestic cycles and career patterns reinforce the flow:
young, unmarried officials are sent to remote poor rural areas, but age, marriage, children, seniority and responsibility draw them in towards larger and larger urban and administrative centres; and academic researchers do their fieldwork in rural areas when they are young and inexperienced, but once older and more experienced, they too are trapped in towns by family, teaching and promotion. As people grow older and more influential, so they move further from rural life and become busier;
and whether in international agencies, national ministries or departments, For comments on earlier versions of this paper I am grateful to Mick Moore, Hans Singer and World Bank staff who took part in a seminar to discuss a draft. Responsibility for what is written is mine alone.
sensitive to rural poverty: programmes for primary health, care, adult education, appropriate technology, off-season employment, research, on poor people's subsistence crops, and so on. But focussing on these can distort judgement. Myths of enlightment can be created and sustained by the enlightened meeting the enlightened, though darkness is all around. A few outstanding individuals, projects and institutions draw attention away from the many others that are not outstanding.
They may also obscure the fact that on the gradients between cores and peripheries there are many points where power, professional authority, and ignorance of rural poverty are to be found together.
Integrated Rural Poverty
The cognitive problems of observers are only part of the difficulties.
The other part is in the nature of rural poverty. Insofar as attempts are made to push out from the cores and to learn about rural poverty, it is the poorer people who are most remote and most difficult to reach.
One way of analysing rural poverty or deprivation is in terms of five interlocking dimensions: poverty proper (lack of assets and lack of flows of food and cash); physical weakness (reflected in lower body weights and greater seasonal variation in body weights); vulnerability to contingencies (to irreversible ratchets of impoverishment -the mortgage or sale of assets or the incurring of debts because of sickness, famine, disaster, dowry, bridewealth or other costs); powerless (both political and in terms of control of events and relationships); and isolation. All contribute to the integrated nature of rural poverty;
and the list does not include many other influences -international, intranational, within rural society -which perpetuate and deepen poverty.
But for our purposes, isolation deserves special attention since this is the dimension which most impedes the understanding of outsiders, and which from its very nature may be the least easy to recognise.
The isolation of poor families and households can be described in terms which are spatial, social, and related to knowledge and access. Spatially, poor families tend to be removed from the centre of things; either they are in areas remote from urban centres, or they are on the edges of villages or away from main roads.
Socially they may have fewer
See pages 7-9 below.
relationships on which they can rely: poorer households tend to be smaller, and many of the poorest have female heads. They are illiterate, have not radio, and know little about events beyond their neighbourhood.
Their members rarely go to public meetings, receive no advice from extension workers in agriculture, health, family planning or nutrition, and travel little except in search of work. They make less use of services (health, transport, education) than their less poor neighbours.
They are either fragmented and scattered with members migrating for work, or trapped in one place by debts and obligations. Many adopt a strategy of a low profile: accepting powerlessness as a condition for protection, showing that they will not pose any threat to their patrons. Some, whose legal position is weak, such as self-settling refugees (Chambers 1979) and squatters (Mbithi and Barnes 1975) , may even try to hide, to be invisible to the official eye. Out of sight, they hope to be out of mind.
Rural Development Tourism
There are many ways in which urban-based outsiders may learn about rural poverty and poor rural people. Questionnaire surveys, village studies, reports by social anthropologists, findings of medical and nutritional research, censuses, statistics for the use of services, routine or special reports within government systems or by non-government organisations, project evaluations -these are some sources. But a major, and perhaps the most important influence on the perceptions of urban-based outsiders is rural development tourism -rural tourism for short -the phenomenon of the brief rural visit. It influences and is a part of all or almost all other sources of information as listed above. It is widespread.
There are thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of cases daily.
1
In spite 2 of this it has not to my knowledge been seriously analysed. This is This may seem high. But if district headquarters alone are considered, let alone capital cities, provincial or regional headquarters, subdistrict headquarters, and other towns, and without including China, 80 countries with an average of 30 districts require only a little over 4 cases a day to make 10,000.
2
But a one-day Workshop on Rural Development Tourism was held at the Institute of Development Studies, University of Sussex, on 10 March 1977.
In writing this paper, I acknowledge a debt to the discussions of that workshop. astonishing until one reflects on reasons.
For academic analysis, it is too dispersed and ephemeral for easy rigour, not neatly in any disciplinary domain, and barely conceivable as a topic for a thesis.
For practical professionals engaged in rural development it is perhaps too close to the nose to be in focus. It is, moreover, a subject for anecdote and shame: stories for bar gossip rather than comparative study, and memories of personal follies one prefers not to expose to public ridicule. Nor is self-critical introspection one of the more prominent tendencies of rural developers. "Apart from the roadside issue, the core can exercise a great pull on the outsider who decides to do a few days a week of fieldwork. Apart from the facilities and the sense of being at the strategic hub of local affairs, it can claim a sense of history and tradition, to which sociologists especially appear vulnerable " (1979:3) He considers that sociologists writing on Sri Lanka have focussed on core areas and completely ignored their peripheries. One may speculate about how generally the location of good informants and of facilities at the cores of villages prevents perception by social scientists of the peripheries and of the peripheral people.
Finally, fuel shortages and costs accentuate urban bias. Whenever governments make budget cuts, the travel vote is a favourite; it can be trimmed without visible loss. But each cut makes rural contact rarer and harder, and urban and tarmac bias is more pronouneed. When fuel costs rise dramatically, as they have done in past years, the effect is especially marked in those poor countries without oil and short of foreign exchange. Rural visits,research., and projects shrink back from more distant, often poorer, areas to those which are closer, more prosperous, and cheaper to visit. An early example was Zambia's fuel shortage following Rhodesia's unilateral declaration of independence in 1965 and which led to fuel rationing: one effect was that the Universities of Nottingham and Zambia joint research project concerned with the productivity of agricultural labour was restricts to work in two areas instead of three, and these were areas which were relatively well-developed agriculturally, having had large inputs of education, extension and communication (Elliott 1970:648 Research generates more research; and investment by donors draws research after it and funds it.
In India, the IADP , a programme designed to increase production sharply in a few districts which were well endowed with water, exercised a powerful attraction to research compared with the rest of India. An analysis (Harriss 1977: 30-34 ) of rural social science research published in the Or in one case close to the famous tourist site for the VIE. J. K. Galbraith has remarked of India, as hopes and enthusiasm for community development waned, that "A number of show villages continued to impress the more susceptible foreign visitors". He records this incident: "In the spring of 1961, Lyndon Johnson, then vice president, was taken to see one of these villages in the neighbourhood of Agra. It was, of the several hundred thousand villages of India, the same one that Dwight D. Eisenhower had been shown a year or two before. It was impressive in its cleanliness, simple cultural life, handicrafts, and evidence of progressive agricultural techniques. Johnson, and old hand in problems of agricultural uplift and difficult to deceive* then demanded to see the adjacent village a mile or two away. After strong protesting words about its lack of preparation to receive him, he was taken there. This village, one judged, had undergone no major, technical, cultural, or hygienic change in the previous thousand years." (Galbraith 1979: 106-107) Mea culpa. In the 1960's so many students and other researchers were attracted to work on the (well-documented, well organised and wellknown) Mwea Irrigation Settlement in Kenya that farmers complained about interview saturation. and annual reports which they will never read. They leave with a sense of guilt at the unworthy scepticism which prompted probing questions, and with memories of some of those who are better-off in the special project, and of the charisma of the exceptional leader or manager who has created it. They write their journey reports, evaluations and articles on the basis of these impressions. For their part, the project staff have reinforced through repetition
In February 1979, two British Members of Parliament visited the Anand Cooperatives in India. They saw and were impressed by the delivery of milk from small producers to one centre. Inside hung a photograph of James Callaghan, the British Prime Minister, taken during his visit to the same centre. Asked if they would like to see a second Centre they readily assented. Inside there they found another photograph, this time of the visit to that centre of Judith Hart, the British Minister of Overseas Development.
the beliefs which sustain their morale. Thus projects take 2 off into self-sustaining myth.
iii) Person biases
The persons with whom rural tourists, local-level officials, and rural researchers have contact, and from whom they obtain impressions and information, are biased against poorer people. a) elite bias. "Elite"is used here to describe those rural people who are less poor and more influential. They typically include progressive farmers, village leaders, headmen, traders, religious leaders, teachers, and para-professionals.
They are the main sources of information for rural tourists, for local-level officials, and even for rural researchers. They are the most fluent informants. It is they who receive and speak to the visitors; they who articulate"the village's" interests and wishes; their concerns which emerge as the village's priorities for development. It is they who entertain visitors, generously providing the expected beast or beverage. It is they who receive the lion's share of attention, advice and services from agricultural extension staff (Chambers 1974:58; Leonard 1977, Ch 9) . It is they also who show visitors the progressive practices in their fields. It is they too, who, at first at least, monopolise the time and attention of the visitor.
Conversely, the poor do not speak up. With those of higher status, they may even decline to sit down. Weak, powerless and isolated, they are often reluctant to push themselves forward.
In Paul Devitt's words:
"The poor are often inconspicuous, inarticulate and unorganised. Their voices may not be heard at public meetings in communities where it is customary for only the big men to put their views. It is rare to find a body or institution This is intended as a statement of fact, not a judgement. There is something of the Greek tragedy in the way some conspicuous projects are driven down this path progressively to self-deception, hubris, defensiveness and ultimately debunking.
tliat adequately represents the poor in a certain community or area. Outsiders and government officials inyariahly find it more profitable and congenial to converse with, local influentials than with the uncommunicative poor." (1977:23) "The poor are a residual, the last in the line, the jnost difficult to find, and the hardest to learn from.
"Unless paupers and poverty are deliberately and persistently sought, they tend to remain effectively screened from outside inquirers." (ibid. 24). A little doggeral: Nutritionists with careful plan conduct their surveys when they can be sure the weather's fine and dry, the harvest in, food intake high.
Then students seeking Ph.D's believe that everyone agrees that rains don't do for rural study -suits get wet and shoes get muddy. A manual for assessing rural needs, warning about the unexpected in rural surveys, says "Once, the jeeps needed for transporting the interviewers were recalled for a month during the few precious months of the dry season" (Ashe 1979:26, my underlining ) . More generally, specialisation, for all its advantages, makes it difficult for observers to see the holism of poverty. As suggested above, rural poverty is a syndrome in which lack of assets, inadequate flows of food and income, physical weakness and sickness, vulnerability to contingencies, powerlessness, and isolation interact and interlock. will not suffer from them. Any such supposition might be misleading.
The evidence available is too anecdotal and sketchy to be more than suggestive; but the suggestion is rather strong. Three instances can be cited.
In the first case, in a densely populated part of western Kenya, junior agricultural extension staff and home economics workers were each given a random sample of 100 households to survey. The households were in the area where they worked. After the survey, they all considered that the sample had been biased heavily against the more progressive and better educated households. One of the agricultural staff complained that in his 100 households there was only one which had an exotic grade cow, and that there should have been several more if the sample had been representative; but in fact, in the area, there was only one exotic grade cow for every 200 households, so that he had only a 50:50 chance of getting a grade cow at all. A home economics worker said that she was appalled at the poverty she had encountered among her sample. On two occasions she had burst
into tears at what she had found. She had not known that there was such misery in the area. "These people do not come to my meetings." Now it is possible that this was a one-off case. More likely, in my view, the anti-poverty biases affect local-level staff as well as others, and they generally underperceive deprivation in the areas where they work.
Tlie second instance is from Sri Lanka. After observing how the houses of the poor are physically hidden from the core of the villages they studied, and how public officers appear not to see them very often, Moore and Wickremesinghe continue (forthcoming:98)
"Although most of the rural population ... are poor and dependent in part or whole on wage labour, one hears comments of the nature: "Of course, most of the people around here have some job or little business in Colombo.""
The implication is of other incomes and modest well-being, which might be true of those who were better off, and with whom there was contact, but scarcely of those who were poorer and with whom there was no-contact.
In the third instance, a senior official in a ministry in a capital city stated that in his rural home area no one ever went short of food. But a social anthropologist working in the area reported that during the annual hungry season, women were interviewed who said they had not eaten for three days. Poor people on disaster courses may not be recognised. A nutritionist may see malnutrition but not the seasonal indebtedness, the distress sales of land, and the local power structure which generate it. A doctor may see infant mortality but not the declining real wages which are driving some mothers to desperation, still less the causes of those declining real wages. Visibility and specialisation combine to direct attention in rural development to simple surface symptoms rather than deeper combinations of causes.
Remedial Action
To suggest remedial action implies that it is bad not to perceiye the nature and extent of rural poverty. This assumption might be challenged on several grounds. It could be argued that it is not necessary to know more about the poor because of trickle-down -"everyone gains from growth"; because directing resources and attention to the poorer has a high opportunity cost -"We can do more for less for the less poor"; because indigenous social institutions take care of the deprived adequately -"The poor look after their own"; because of historical inevitability -"Whatever will be, will be"; or because the effort is useless -"We know it can't be done". Each of these points could be debated at length. Perhaps it is enough here to note them, to disagree, and to recognise that they conflict with the philosophy and aims of most rural development, which has the stated purpose of reaching and helping those who are poorer. The World Bank has defined rural development as involving How cognitive and behavioural change interact, and how they can be manipulated, is treated in extensive pyschological literature, much of it concerned with psychotherapy.
1 Three points can be noted. First, even those unsympathetic 1 By way of entry into some of the literature, see Feldman 1966; Mahoney 1974; and Kanfer and Goldstein eds 1975. There is a rich range of techniques in both humanistic and behavioural psychology. Techniques in behavioural psychology are now often described as behaviour modification, and rely on the manipulation of rewards and sactions. While raising ethical questions, behaviour modification makes claims to be rapidly effective for some purposes (Bootzin 1975; Azrin and Foxx 1977) . More generally the range of techniques for achieving change, can be illustrated by thirteen chapter headings in Helping People Change (Kanfer and Goldstein, eds) . The techniques are: relationship enhancement; attitude modification; cognitive change; model simulation and role-playing; operant; fear reduction,aversion; selfmanagement; self instructional; expectation; hypnosis and suggestion; group; and automation.
I make no pretence to have reviewed this literature. But it is worth pointing out that it exists and that it may contain usable ideas.
to behavioural approaches concede that the manipulation of rewards and sanctions can have a powerful influence on behaviour.
Second, for changes in cognition and belief, group approaches appear to be more effective and more cost-effective than many others. Third, public statements of intention, attitude or belief made among peers have a rather strong tendency to influence subsequent behaviour and cognition.
These points have been incorporated in some of the suggestions which follow:
1) Tactics for tourists
The discussion of rural development tourism was negative, itself a bias. The point is not to attack or prevent it, but rather, accepting it as necessary, to improve it. Readers reflecting on their own experiences and techniques will have noted how often and how well they have avoided or broken away from the tendencies The challenge is to search for more cost-effective "fairlyquick-and-fairly-clean" techniques, using the principles of optimal 2 ignorance and proportionate inaccuracy.
Some techniques have been collated elsewhere (Chambers 1980) . Three are of particular relevance for an orientation towards poorer people. First, key integrating indicators may be used to assess poverty and to identify poorer people. They may be appropriate either for showing the relative poverty of an area or of a group, or within the area or group for identifying those who are poorer.
Quality of housing is frequently referred to. Others The principle of proportionate inaccuracy is that costs should not be incurred to achieve greater accuracy than can be used.
include tangible assets (tools, beds, cooking utensils, clothing).
Low birth weights of children also conflate several aspects of deprivation. Inventories or sales of soap have been suggested (Honadle 1979) Techniques of RRA, carefully developed and used,should have a part to play in improving awareness and understanding of rural poverty.
iii) in-service research as training Unless there is a powerful countervailing ideology, in-service training is liable to reinforce elite preconceptions and stereotypes about poverty, insofar as poverty is considered a subject at all. The rather mixed and often disappointing experiences with public sector training for management in developing countries (e.g. Stifel et al. eds, 1977 ) might lead to premature pessimism. There may be more room for See papers by Hildebrand (1978 Hildebrand ( , 1979a Hildebrand ( , 1979b for pioneering applications in appraisal for agricultural research. Objections can be expected. A senior UN official to whom this was suggested said that the health risks to his staff would be unacceptable. A further possibility is playing games with rural people themselves.
In Ecuador, a simulation game called Hacienda has been developed and used as a complement to consciencization of campesinos (Smithn.d).
although it can hardly have failed also to educate those who devised and introduced it. Indigenous games can also provide points of entry to help outsiders learn from rural people (Barker 1979 "produced grids almost identical to those of the university students with constructs such as root/non-root; round leaf/ multiple leaf; hair on stem/no hair on stem; hairs on leaf/ no hairs on leaf predominating. This proved to be of significant 'diagnostic' value, leading to a spontaneous 'seminar' by the trainees on how they would communicate with farmers if their 'scientific' approach to farming made them think in text-book botanical terms rather than in terms of farming utilities. Tentative action proposals for syllabus development and for studying alongside the farmers were beginning to emerge at the end of the period." (1979:32) There may be other approaches from psychotherapy which could also be used to enable those working on rural development quickly and effectively to understand the construct systems of rural people.
A final suggestion is simulations with role-playing. One variant is theatre, dramatising common events or crises for poor people-. Another The case must not be overstated. ITK is superior in some respects and some fields; and modern scientific knowledge in others (see Richards 1979 for an analysis). But ITK is not known to the outsider until an attempt is made to find it out, and that attempt is often not made.
"Learning from" can sometimes be most effective by "workingwith". This can be illustrated best from agriculture. Recognition of the rationality of the behaviour of small farmers (earlier thought to be primitive, conservative, and backward), acceptance by agricultural scientists of small farmers as professionals and colleagues, and collaborative experimental work on farmers' fields with, farmers, are all spreading. A further step taken by a few has been to work at farm tasks with farmers in their fields. Richards (1979) has remarked on the value of this as a learning process.
Hatch in
Peru did this systematically through the many operations of maize cultivation, hiring himself out to farmers as an un-paid labourer on condition they would teach him the task to be performed.
"The scheme worked beautifully. Most small farmers took to their role as teacher very conscientiously. Rather than waiting to respond to my questions, they often volunteered task information I would never have known enough to inquire about. In fact, most of the information I gathered was gained in this way.
Hired labourers often proved excellent instructors as well". (Hatch 1976:16) He found among other things that crop labour requirements might be half as much again as those estimated by outsiders (ibid. 11). How wide that room is will be clearer when more experience has been gained. In the meantime, measures to change and reverse thinking and behaviour appear well worth exploring as one set of thrusts, perhaps a key one, for reducing rural poverty.
